The many disappointments about the achievements on protecting biodiversity in the year many targets were set will be freshly addressed at a meeting in Japan next month as part of a path to new commitments by the United Nations on the issue. "Many developed countries face a threat to their economies and loss of culture if more is not done to protect the environment better," the SecretaryGeneral of the UN Convention on Biodiversity, Ahmed Djoghlaf, said recently. "What we are seeing today is a total disaster," he said. "No country has met its targets to protect nature. We are losing biodiversity at an unprecedented rate. If current levels go on we will reach a tipping point very soon. The future of the planet now depends on governments taking action in the next few years." "Many plans were developed in the 1990s to protect biodiversity but they are still sitting on the shelves of ministries," he said. "Countries were legally obliged to act, but only 140 have even submitted plans and only 16 have revised their plans since 1993. Governments must now put their houses in order."
The issue was ramped up last month when the UN held a general assembly meeting where Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon implored government leaders to commit to reversing the alarming rate of biodiversity loss and rescuing the natural economy before it was too late.
"Conserving the planet's species and habitat was not only central to sustainable development," he said, "it also had the potential to generate annual economic gains worth trillions of dollars," at the opening of the UN General Assembly's high-level meeting as a contribution to the International Year of Biodiversity.
"Allowing biodiversity to decline was like throwing money out of the window," he said. "We must stop thinking of environmental protection as a cost. It is an investment that goes hand in hand with the investments that you, as heads of state and government, must make to consolidate economic growth and human wellbeing in your countries."
He highlighted the failure to reach the targets set for this year by the Convention on Biological Diversity.
Echoing the problems, a new report in England highlights the losses to the country's wildlife, and the threat of climate change demands a new strategy costing £1 billion per year to tackle the problems.
Research commissioned by the country's previous government notes that England's collection of wildlife sites is not a "coherent or resilient" network, and cannot cope with existing pressures, let alone the extra problems brought by a changing climate.
The report, described as a "repair manual" for nature, calls for improved protection and management of wildlife sites and the restoration of the natural environment. It urges investment in measures that deliver benefits for people at the same time as improving habitats -by creating salt marshes and wetlands that can help prevent flooding.
"It was often difficult to be aware of biodiversity's importance, in particular the risk of losing it."
The study, led by Sir John Lawton, urges ministers to maintain funding for wildlife-friendly farming schemes, thought to be under threat from the deep cuts the government plans to make in public spending later this month.
It also recommends that "ecological restoration zones" are put in place by coalitions of councils, landowners, communities and businesses, to improve existing wildlife sites and restore natural habitats.
The report calls for a competition providing resources for 12 such zones to be created in the next three years with £27 million needed over five years to support them. The annual cost of the measures outlined in the review is estimated at between £600 million and £1.1 billion. The report acknowledges that in the current financial climate money is unlikely to be forthcoming in the next few years and that not all the costs should be met by the government.
But that the issue of biodiversity protection is reaching higher political attention was again noted by Ban Ki-moon. Warning that the 2010 deadline to substantially reduce the rate of biodiversity loss would not be met, he urged leaders to muster the political will to turn that goal into reality, as the legacy and "gift to generations to come".
Joseph Deiss, President of the UN General Assemby, told the meeting that biological diversity was at the heart of life. In declaring 2010 as the International Year of Biodiversity, the assembly had launched an invitation to take action to safeguard the biodiversity of life on earth. He welcomed the decision to hold a General Assembly meeting on the issue. "It was often difficult to be aware of biodiversity's importance, in particular the risk of losing it."
He said biodiversity worldwide was declining through human action, adding that climate change was contributing to the problem.
Ban Ki-moon said that the poor were hardest hit, and that many failed to grasp the implications of the destruction. Many still believed that the earth was humankind's to use as it liked. "The argument betrays a woeful ignorance of the importance of ecosystems to the well-being of species, climate regulation, water supplies and food security." "Worldwide, ecosystems were a massively undervalued subsidy provided by the environment. When their services were lost through mismanagement, crops failed, profits dropped, people became poorer and economies suffered." He highlighted the cost of deforestation in Haiti and Ethiopia and the US dustbowl in the 1930s. "Last year's financial crisis had been a wake-up call to governments on the perils of failing to oversee and regulate complex relationships that affect everyone. The biodiversity crisis was no different. We are bankrupting our natural economy. We need to fashion a rescue package before it is too late," he said.
At this month's meeting in Japan, the hope is to develop a new strategic plan for biodiversity aiming for targets in 2050. It will include means of implementation and monitoring. "It is a solid plan on paper," Ki-moon said. "But it will need leadership to bring it to life."
The UN believes governments need to strengthen species protection plans. Nigel Williams reports.
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